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HISTORIC AMERICAN BUILDINGS SURVEY

. TOWN OF SPRING LAKE

HABS No. NJ-1010

Location: New Jersey Coastal Heritage Trail, Intersection of State Route 71 and County Road
524, Spring Lake, Monmouth County, New Jersey.

Significance: During the 1870s-80s, the railroad reached southern Monmouth County, signaling the
opening of the shore to more extensive resort growth. Spring Lake’s development,
initiated during this time, is representative of the resort speculation that occurred as a
result of the increased access to the New Jersey shore.,

History: Spring Lake actually began as four distinct shore communities--Brighton and North
Brighton, Villa Park, Spring Lake Beach (named for the fresh-water pond its streets
enclosed), and Como, at the north end of the tract. Each of these settlements grew
from one or two large farms into a village centered around a hotel and a railroad
station. The land sat undeveloped under a string of owners from the 1760s, but
during a relatively short time in the last quarter of the nineteenth century it was
subdivided, sold off, and built up. The farmiand, dunes, and forests adjacent to the
Atlantic Ocean between Lake Como on the north, and Wreck Pond to the south, were
carved up by an urban grid pattern of streets.

. In 1872, William Reid and John Rogers, owners of a prominent stagecoach business
who foresaw that their enterprise would be rendered obsolete by the coming railroad,
converted their farm property near Wreck Pond into Rodger’s Villa Park and Reid’s
Villa Park. The properties were later combined into a single Villa Park.! In 1873
two entrepreneurs, Joseph Tuttle and William Reid, surveyed the Walling Farm,
establishing building lots for the future resort of Brighton. As Brighton grew, it was
briefly divided into Brighton and North Brighton. In 1884, Brighton, North Brighton,
and another farm subdivided by Tuttle, were incorporated as North Spring Lake.

The development of the adjacent Spring Lake Beach area in 1874, followed the
founding of the "Villa Parks" and Brighton. Philadelphia fisherman and clergyman
Dr. Alfonso A. Willits found the area particularly to his liking and decided to
purchase the farmland, developing it into a resort property for wealthy Philadelphians.
With the backing of the railroad and members of the Sea Girt Land Association,
Willits formed the Spring Lake Beach Improvement Company. Philadelphia architect
Frederick Anspach designed a town plan around the Monmouth House Hotel.? The
elegant building "was 233’ long, four stories high, with 270 bedrooms, a dining room
seating 1,000 guests and two large parlors overlooking the ocean."® 1t offered

! Charles D. Wrege, Spring Lake, A Resort of Elegance in Monmouth County, New Jersey (Spring Lake, NJ: Spring Lake Bicentennial
History Committee, 1976), 13.

. * Wreg, 14-16.

* Wreg, 17.
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modern amenities such as steam-powered elevators and "electric calls" in every
room.* The front four-and-a-half stories of the porch-wrapped hotel over looked the
windswept Atlantic Ocean beaches. The west facade of the building looked out on
formal walkways and Victorian gardens around Spring Lake. Guests visiting the hotel
when it opened in 1876 were equipped with boats for restful cruises on the lake and
shuttled to and from the railroad station in horse-drawn omnibuses. In Atias of the
New Jersey Coast, Woolman depicted men in top hats and women in hoop-skirts
stroiling formatly on lawns and a walkway around the lake.* The Monmouth House
set the precedent for other resort accommodations, followed by two equaliy
impressive hotels, the Carlton and the Lake House, Wilburton-By-the-Sea in Brighton,
numerous guest houses, including the Ocean House and the Palmer House, and at
least twenty-five cottages.®

In 1881, another community was developed, conceived by two Ocean Beach residents,
Henry Yard and William Force, who invested in a 240-acre tract of land south of
Lake Como. Though in the plans the community was referred to as Keith, the town
was developed as Como. The community enjoyed the combined advantages of forest
and seaside location, and boasted of its "complete system of drainage."’

Publications such as the Camden-based New Jersey Coast Pilot, "A Journal Devoted
to the Development and Advancement of the Interests of the Coast Region of the
State,” served as a forum for promotion by the "Land Associations,” or development
companies. Some Spring Lake entrepreneurs built a number of cottages but to
manage as vacation properties. W. C. Hamilton built at least five decorated wood-
frame houses pictured in Woolman’s Atlas on pastoral, tree-filled landscapes. They
mirrored the taste of the times, if not the sandy reality of the beachfront.?

Developers’ promotional techniques mirrored larger trends of the time, including
promises of temperance. Calculating that the promise of suburban peace at a summer
resort was what future residents of Brighton wanted, Monmouth County realtor R, M.
Worthington advertised in the Pilot, "the company deeds prohibit the use and sale of
intoxicating liquors, and debars nuisances of any kind."® In Como, where large
estates were built, "all lots were 100" x 150’ and purchasers were required to erect a

*+ H. C. Woolman and T. F. Rose, Historicsl and Biopraphical Allas of the New Jersey Coasi (Philadelphia: Woolman and Rose, 1878;
reprint, Toms River, NJ: Ocean County Historical Society, 1985), 217.

* Woolman and Rose, 226-227.

5 Wreg, 17.

? Gustav Kobbe, New Jersey Coast and Pincs (Short Hills: By author, 1889; reprint, Baltimore: Gateway Press, 1977), 54.
* Woolman and Rose, 222-223.

* Wrege, 43.



TOWN OF SPRING LAKE
. HABS No. NJ-1010 (Page 3)

building costing at least $3,000.""° The effect of such exclusiveness, was to create
beautiful, comfortable, and enduring neighborhoods, for those who were allowed to
afford it, excluding blacks and a number of other ethnic groups. In 1900, Monmouth
House along with four other hotels burned in one of the fires that routinely devastated
the Jersey Shore’s matchstick buildings. Spring Lake endured, however, and
remained prosperous in the twentieth century as trees and gardens matured and more
modern Colonial Revival and American foursquare houses sprouted on remaining
vacant lots.

‘The merging of the four developments into a single entity in 1903 provided Spring
Lake with the required funds for police and fire protection and for maintaining
lighting, streets, sidewalks and sewers. Today, Spring Lake obviously continues to
receive adequate civic funding. Unlike the sprawling shore resorts that require
automobile transportation, Spring Lake has retained its quaint commercial center’s
original pedestrian scale. Located between the railroad tracks and the shore, it has
been exempt from the development pressures or erosion of character from beavy
traffic as other main streets. Since there is no competing shopping malil in the area,
the genteel residents immediately surrounding Third Avenue have continued to
patronize it, often walking to the shops, helping the street remain economicaily viable
and out of the hands of traffic engineers. Today, Third Avenue retains an eclectic
low-scale collection of business blocks, with such details as angle parking and square-

. cornered curbs reminiscence of an era after the automobile but before the
superhighway.

The dignity of the waterfront has been preserved, where instead of glitter and games,
the boardwalk remained almost two miles of pure "walk” among the dunes, anchored
on each end by two luxurious 1930s beach pavilions. Designed by architect E. Henry
Schmeider, then Spring Lake’s municipal engineer and architect," the pavilions are
still in use today. The north pavilion, the most intact of the two, has wide hipped
roofs whicb serve as a visor over an observation deck located above ground-floor
changing rooms. In the rear, the original salt-water swimming pool remained in use,
flanked on either side by open-air wings where sheds of private lockers are set up in
rows. In its public spaces the building is decorated with terra-cotta art plaques
depicting sunsets, lighthouses, birds and other maritime imagery.

By the 1980s so little had changed in Spring Lake that a writer for the Washington
Post still recommended it as a "restorative, to escape the pressures of the modern
world," where one could "savor the elegance of the past."? In 1984, such a large
number of historic homes and hotels remained that a report assessing their eligibility
for the National Register of Historic Places declared that Spring Lake comprised

9 Wrege, 21.
. : 1 "Pavilion Tiles tell Intriguing Tale of Spring Lake Yesteryear,” The Herald Extra (August 16, 1989), Bl.

2 Judith Zinis, “Spring Lake: Splendor On the Shore,* The Washington Post (September 25, 1988), E1-E2.
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"some of the finest remaining seashore resort architecture along the New Jersey
coast."™ These included a surviving pavilion from the 1876 Philadelphia Centennial
Exposition, brought to the shore and placed at 411 Ocean Road after the fair closed,
and converted into a private home."

Other historic structures, which pre-dated the beach pavilions, and many houses
remain, butin a state of flux. The palatial, Colonial Revival-style Essex & Sussex
Hotel remained so true to its original design as late as the 1970s that it was used to
create an Atlantic City scene in the motion picture Ragtime."”® A conversion to
condominiums in the 1990s, however, brought dramatic alterations; porches were
made into living space, details removed, shrubs and landscaping destroyed, and with
nary a rocking chair it seemed a different and apparently empty place. A few blocks
away, at 115 Monmouth Ave., the more modest 1890 Shoreham Hote] fared better,
restored in the 1980s to something resembling its former glory.

Spring Lake’s victorian elegance is epitomized by Green Gables, a private home on
Ocean Avenue equipped with two croquet lawns, which was the "first such club on
the Eastern seaboard."'® Also victorian is a stroll around Spring Lake itself, a scenic
tree-lined walk with shortcuts across two rustic footbridges built by hotel owners in
the late nineteenth century. Besides the requisite ducks, minnows and turtles, walkers
enjoy views of several hotels, mansions and St. Catherine’s Church,

Prepared by: Alfred Holden
HABS Historian
Summer 1991

3 Gail Hunton and James MeCabe, Menmeuth County Higtoric Sites Inventory Summary Report (Lineroft, NJ: Moamouth County Parks
System, 1984; reprint, 1950}, 49.

¥ Hunton and McCabe, 190,

5 "Essex & Sussex Hotel, posicand (Point Pleasant, NJ: American Post Card Co., nd).

% Zinis, EL.
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This project was sponsored by the New Jersey Coastal Heritage Trail (NJCHT) of the
National Park Service, Janet Wolf, director. The documentation was undertaken by the Historic
American Buildings Survey (HABS), Robert Kapsch, chief, under the direction of HABS historian
Sara Amy Leach, project supervisor. Three historians completed the research during summer 1991:
Field supervisor Sarah Allaback (Massachusetts Institute of Technology), Alfred Holden (University
of Vermont), and Camille Gatza (North Carolina). David Ames (University of Delaware) made the
large-format photographs. Historian, Elizabeth Harris May (George Washington University), edited
the HABS reporis.



